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Health and Buddhism

The Tri-Bodhi 2018

Bhikkhu Amato
Vishwo Shanti Vihar

Health is a universal desire of human beings.
No matter how wealthy or powerful one is, health,
after all, is the most precious thing. Health is the
level of functional or metabolic efficiency of a living
organism. In humans, it is the general condition of
a person’s mind and body, usually meaning to be
free from illness, injury or pain. In another word,
Health is not simply a matter of absence of illness.
Health means constant challenge, constant creativity,
a prolific life, always moving forward, opening up
fresh new vistas...that is a life of true health. The
world Health Organization (WHO) has defined health
in its broader sense in 1946 as “a state of complete
physical, mental and social well-being and not merely
the absence of disease or infirmity.”

Health and disease are among the common
experience of human life that is the special concern
of religion. Religion, in every society, in every
stage of history, upholds the value of well-being
and focuses health as necessary for a meaningful
life. Buddhism is one of the oldest religions still
being practiced in the world today. The teachings
of the Buddha, better known as the Dharma, are
still relevant to the needs of today’s society. This is
because the Buddha has always considered himself
as a human religious teacher whose message was
meant to promote the happiness and well-being of
other human beings. Since health is a human value
that all of us are concern with, Buddhism as a living
religion, its teachings have much influenced the ways
Buddhists think and act in matters of life and death.
The Buddha himself mentioned about the health as a
greatest gain in human life. He has also mentioned
about the sufferings in life as birth, old age, sickness
and death. Buddhism recognizes disease/illness as
one of the most basic sufferings that human beings
experience as we can see from its inclusion in the
four sufferings pf birth, old age, sickness and death.
Buddhism teaches that illness is one of the four
sufferings which cannot be completely avoidedin
life, weather directly or through the experiences of
close family or friends. As for the freeing people
from this suffering, both Buddhism and Medicine
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share a common goal. The links between the mind
and diseases, the mind and health, are points where
Buddhism and Medicine converge. Buddhism is not
simply a kind of spiritualism or an abstract theory.
Buddhists throughout the ages have focused squarely
on the reality on physical and mental illness and
sought to relieve the suffering of illness from the dual
perspective of Buddhism and Medicine.

The Buddha achieved his Nirvana at the age of
35. He shared and taught his practice for 45 years.
The Buddha has been known as the peerless healer
because of his deep concern with mental health.
He discovered the root that causes illness, and the
Dharma he prescribed for its cure is comparable to
medicine in its protective, preventive and restorative
powers. Buddhist practice (Dharma) is designed to
end sufferings, which includes both Precept Practice
(Sila) and Meditation Practice (Samadhi). The goal
of precept practice is the transformation of speech
and action. The goal of meditation practice is the
transformation of consciousness. Meditation is
the psychological approach to mental training and
purification. It is a gentle way of conquering the
defilements which pollute the mind. These Buddhist
practice are also about technique and discipline.
Technique, the technical methods and procedures
used in Buddhist practice are found in the Eight
Noble Fold Path is; right view, right intention, right
speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort,
right mindfulness and right concentration. Discipline
on Buddhism, is the control gained by the practice
pf precepts and meditation. The training precepts are;
not to kill, not to take what is not given, not to indulge
in sexual misconduct, not to lie and not to consume
intoxicants. Only if the mind is free of wounds and
scars, it can settle down comfortably and freely in
the present. This is where the above mentioned five
precepts come in. They are designed to heal those
wounds and scars. Healthy self-esteem comes from
living up to a set of standards that are practical, clear-
cut, humane and worthy of respect. The five precepts
are formulated in such a way that they provide
just such a set of standards. Buddhist meditation is
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composed of both tranquility meditation and insight
meditation. Meditation allows the cultivator to see
clearly, beyond a limited self-view and facilitates
positive change through heightened awareness.
Most of the troubles that we are confronting today
are due to the untrained and uncultured mind. It is
already established that meditation isthe remedy for
many physical and mental sicknesses. According
to the medical authorities and psychologists today,
mental frustrations, worries, anxieties, tensions and
fear are the causes of many diseases like stomach
ulcers, gastritis and mental sickness. And even latent
sickness will be aggravated through such mental
conditions. Many of these sicknesses and disorders
can be avoided if people could spend a few minutes
a day to calm their senses through the practice of
meditation. Meditation is not simply a waste of
time. The advance mind of a meditator can solve so
many human problems and is very useful to help a
person live peacefully despite various disturbances
that are so prevalent in this modern world. The
cultured mind that is developed through meditation
can perform a very useful services to others. Many
people do not believe this or are too lazy to practice
meditation because of the lack of understanding. We
must remember that every spiritual masters in the
world attained the highest point of his life through
the practice of meditation. The five precepts are
necessary and often overlooked components on the
way to practice of meditation. The goal of Nirvana
hinges on a combination of simplicity, precept
practice and most importantly meditation practice.

The Buddha was like a doctor, treating
the spiritual ills of the human race. The path of
practice he taught was like a course of therapy for
suffering hearts and minds. Buddhist meditation
is often advertised as a form of healing, and lots of
psychotherapists now recommend that their patients
try meditation as part of theirtreatment. Experience
has shown that meditation on its own cannot provide
a total therapy but it helped positively on patients to
cure the diseases. Diseases of the modern age, such
as cancer, AIDS or psychological conditions caused
by the stress and strain of daily life, have complicated
symptoms and are progressively more difficult to
treat. Consequently, modern medicine has started to
look for different methods of treatment to care such
conditions and to help people get their lives back on
and even kneel again. This kind of research is carried
out objectively within the confine of the medical
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science. However, on a more spiritual level, we can
find the cure within Buddhism. Various principles
and practices which can be used to bring peace and
happiness to the mind and a good health to the body,
it also leads changing and correcting our lifestyle by
learning how to meditate, learning how to reduce
stress in everyday life. In particular, meditation and
practicing precepts have brought beneficial effects to
the many people who have learned how to practice it.
The benefits meditation can bring both to mental and
to the development of the personality: will-power,
determination, stability, politeness, gentleness,
dignity, cheerfulness and the ability to know oneself
and others truthfully. These are the attributes of a
person who has achieved perfection in both in body
and mind by the practice of meditation. As we all
know that the rust which comes from iron, can corrode
and destroy the same iron. Human minds are the
same. If we have practice meditation and have minds
which produce positive thoughts then our bodies will
become stronger and healthier. If our minds produce
negative thoughts then, like the rust on the iron, this
will inevitably become a danger to us.

Today, in this modern world, many doctors
admit that the mind can control the body’s
performances. The mind can be an important cause
of sickness in the body and inevitably follows that
it can also provide the cure. Practicing meditation
can develop both the body and the mind, bringing
improvements at the same time. Buddhism is more
an expression of the combined effort of the mind and
the body to overcome diseases than a fight between
medicine and disease. Its real aim is to enable the
patient to bring back harmony within himself and
in his relationships with the others and the natural
environment. With regard to medical science, we
can say, very generally that medicine fights illness
with scientific knowledge. Buddhism, in other hand,
develops human wisdom and mental strength so that
we may find our own rhythm and strengthen our
lives. This assists the efficacy of medical treatment
and also helps us conquer illness through our own
natural healing powers. But it would be foolish
to ignore or deny the contributions of medicine.
Otherwise faith descends into fanaticism. We must
use medical resources wisely in fighting illness. It
should be pointed out that all kinds of diseases are
treated with medicine or with many procedures of
medical science. Some treatments need to use our
own intentions and will-power like psychotherapy

W
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or meditation. In such treatments the patient must
play a part in helping himself, not simply depending
on medicine. These treatments demonstrate that the
mind can look after itself and have an effect on the
treatment of physical disease. In this way, if a patient
receiving treatment is able to understand that his
sickness is physical and doesn’t allow it to affect
his mental health, staying calm and cheerful, his
sickness will inevitably improve and be cured more
quickly. But if a patient reverts to being low-spirited
or depressed then the sickness will be more difficult
to cure as mentioned above. Therefore staying calm,
clear headed and cheerful at all times is something
that can protect us from disease.

Apart from this, Buddhism attributes Kamma(in
pali) or Karma as an important contributing factor to
health and disease/illness. Generally karma means an
action which is intentional, conscious, deliberate and
willful. Karma can be defined in simple language:
Do good and good result will come to you now or
hereafter. Do bad and bad result will come to you
now or hereafter. In the language of harvest, karma
can be explained as: if you sow good seeds, you will
reap a good harvest. If you sow a bad seeds, you
will reap a bad harvest. Likewise in the language
of science, karma is known as the law of cause
and effect. Every cause has an effect. Buddhists
believe that man will reap what he has sown; we
are the result of what we have done before, and we
will be the result of what we do now. Since karma
is an invisible force, we cannot see it through our
physical eyes. To understand how karma works,
we can compare it to seeds. As the leaves, flowers,
fruits and trunk of a tree are stored in its seed, the
results of karma are stored in the subconscious mind.
And under favorable conditions, the fruits of karma
will be produced just as with moisture and light, the
leaves, fruits, flowers and trunk of tree will sprout
from the tiny seed. Karma, as the action we do in
our daily lives, can be of two varieties — wholesome
karma or good karma and unwholesome karma or
bad karma. From the Buddhist perspective good
health is the correlated effect of good karma in the
past and bad health is the effect of bad karma in the
past. This interpretation of health and disease in terms
of karma is to emphasize that there is a relationship
between morality and health. We can understand the
role of karma in health and illness as we look at the
following cases. For example, in the time of epidemic
there are usually some people who succumb while

98
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others escape even though both groups are exposed
to the same conditions. According to the Buddhist
view the difference between the former and latter is
due to the nature of karma of each in the past. Other
examples are the cases where though the treatment
given was successful, the patient died. And where in
spite of ineffective treatment the patient lived. There
have also been cases of remarkable and unexpected
recoveries when modern medicine has given up
all hope for remission. Such cases strengthen the
Buddhist belief that besides the physical cause of
illness, can be the effect of bad karma too. A disease
with a karmic cause cannot be cured until that karmic
result is exhausted. But the karma of every person is
a mystery both to himself and others. So no ordinary
person can definitely know which disease is caused
by karma. Therefore one has to be careful in imputing
karma especially for disease because it may lead to
a fatalistic attitude of not seeking any cure at all or
giving up treatment out of despair.

As for the curing of karma, Buddhism
emphasize on the practice of above mentioned Sila;
the precept and Samadhi; practice of meditation.
Buddhism explains that humans have every potentials
and possibility to overcome his own karma and
thereby influence the direction of his life. Humans
have within himself the strength and ability to change
his karma. His mind is mightier than his karma and
so the law of karma can be made to serve him. And to
do that he has do more meritorious deeds and purify
his mind rather than by praying or worshipping
in order to overcome his karmic effects. At the
Buddha’s time Angulimala was a highway robber
who murdered more than thousand people. After
getting the knowledge from the Buddha, he practiced
Sila (precepts), Samadhi (meditation) and within his
lifetime, he became Arahanta (enlightened one) and
thus redeemed his past misdeeds.

Finally, as a concision we can say, for the better
health, medical procedures and medicines are very
much needed. As well as for the better health through
mental, psychological and social perspectives,
practicing of precepts and meditation which changes
our lifestyle, behavior and thoughts, are the most
influential and inseparable parts.And inevitably
Buddhism contributes the best role for this. Therefore
Health and Buddhism are just like two sides of a coin
that lead us towards better health and a cheerful life.
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